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Dec. 31: The New York Times reported that the Farabundo Marti National Liberation Front (FMLN)
had received Soviet-made surface- to-air missiles and other weapons from Sandinista army officers.
The Times cited unidentified army officers who said that an air force captain had shipped six SAMs
to the rebels in recent months before Nicaraguan officials uncovered the operation. According to
the officials, all such covert military activity has ended and an inquiry into the arms smuggling
scheme is underway. Next, the Times article cited unidentified US officials who said the Sandinistas
also supplied weapons to a guerrilla group targeting US operations in Honduras. Soviet Foreign
Ministry spokespersons recently announced that the serial number from the remains of one of the
missiles identified it as one supplied to the Nicaraguan government in 1985. US State Department
spokesperson Nancy Beck denounced arms trafficking from Nicaragua to rebels in El Salvador
and Honduras. Beck said that the arms shipments violate international peace accords as well as
Nicaraguan anti-subversion legislation. Jan. 1: The Nicaraguan army general command released
a communique in Managua confirming that weapons shipments to the FMLN were made from
Nicaragua. The communique said a group of Nicaraguan military officers and Salvadoran civilians
were arrested on charges of selling weapons to the FMLN. According to the communique, military
investigations beginning in October and concluded in December indicated that six SAM-14 missile
launchers and 16 missiles, and two SAM-7 missile launchers with 12 missiles were missing from the
army arsenal. Former major Odell Ortega, the highest ranking Nicaraguan military officer detained
after the investigation, the anti- aircraft missiles "were handed over to FMLN leader Joaquin
Villalobos and another person identified as Rodrigo." Ortega said that the officers acted on their
own account and that their actions "do not constitute a violation of the accords between Nicaragua
and the Soviet Union" which stipulates that no arms will be given or sold to third parties without
the knowledge and authorization of the Soviets. In addition to Ortega and 11 Salvadorans, Capts.
Miguel Parrales and Reynerio Padilla, chief of anti-aircraft defense in the 5th military region, and
chief of the anti-aircraft artillery regiment, respectively, were arrested. Jan. 2: ACAN-EFE reported
that a major and three captains were under detention. Jan. 3: Odell Ortega told reporters that his
actions were motivated by "revolutionary principles." He reiterated that he acted independently of
the army high command. Jan. 4: In San Salvador, President Alfredo Cristiani met with Nicaraguan
Foreign Minister Enrique Dreyfus. Dreyfus said he had information that "the deal was set up by
four members of the Sandinista People's Army, and that they passed on the weapons not once, but
many times." These actions, he said, violated Nicaragua's non-aggression pacts with neighboring
countries as well as its agreement with the Soviet Union. Dreyfus told reporters that legal action
would be taken against those involved in the arms deal. He asserted that army commander-in-
chief Gen. Humberto Ortega played no role in the smuggling operation itself. He pointed out
that in ordering an investigation which resulted in the arrest of four of his officers, Gen. Ortega
demonstrated great "maturity and professionalism." Dreyfus later told reporters that Gen. Ortega
was "the one ultimately responsible" for what had occurred and might be removed from his post.
Jan. 5: In a communique released in San Salvador, the FMLN announced that it has commenced an
LADB Article Id:  068385
ISSN:  1089-1560
©2011  The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute.
All rights reserved. Page 2 of 2
investigation into the alleged arms deal. The FMLN asserted that if the incident actually occurred,
it was carried out by persons "who acted on their own initiative" independently of the Frente
leadership. If the FMLN determines that this is the case, measures will be adopted to avoid future
repetition of such incidents, the communique said. The FMLN said that its relations with Nicaragua
are strictly of a political, diplomatic and humanitarian nature. The communique added that the
rebels have no ties to Nicaraguan "military structures related to logistics or training." Former
president Daniel Ortega told reporters that Washington was "exerting pressure" on Nicaragua and
the Soviet Union to take anti-aircraft weapons away from the Sandinista Popular Army. Ortega said
that the arms trafficking was an irresponsible action, but warned that removing the army's anti-
aircraft weaponry would weaken the nation's ability to defend itself. Ortega reiterated that no arms
trafficking occurred during his administration. (Basic data from Notimex, 12/31/90, 01/04- 05/90;
AFP, 12/31/90, 01/01/91, 01/03/91, 01/04/91, 01/05/91)
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